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W H Y  W E  K E E P  M A K I N G  A  G E N E R A L  
E D U C A T I O N  T H A T  N O B O D Y  L I K E S ,  O R ,  W H Y  
C A N ' T  W E  A L L  G E T  A L O N G ?  
C h r i s  F a l v e y  
W e l l ,  w h y  d o  w e ?  W h y  c a n ' t  w e ?  G e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  p r o g r a m s  a r e  p o l i t i c a l  t u r t :  t h e  
b a t t l e  l i n e s  b e i n g  d r a w n  b e t w e e n  s e v e r a l  c a m p s .  M o s t  n o t a b l e  a r e  t h e  P r o f e s s i o n a l  P r o g r a m  
P e o p l e  ( P P P s )  v s .  t h e  L i b e r a l  A r t s  T y p e s  ( L A T s ) ,  t h e  S m o r g a s b o r d  L o v e r s  ( S L s )  v s .  t h e  
C o r e  C u r r i c u l u m  C o n n o i s s e u r  ( C C C s ) ,  t h e  C a n o n  P r o t e c t o r s  ( C P s )  v s .  t h e  M u l t i c u l t u r a l  
A d v o c a t e s  ( M A s ) .  H e r e  a r e  s o m e  o f  t h e  c o n f l i c t s  t h a t  e n s u e :  
1 .  T h e  P P P s  f e a r  t h a t  t h e  L A T s  w i l l  s w a m p  t h e i r  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r o g r a m  m a j o r  
r e q u i r e m e n t s  w i t h  e n d l e s s  r e q u i r e m e n t s  i n  h i s t o r y ,  s c i e n c e ,  t h e  a r t s ,  a n d  s o  f o r t h .  
F u r t h e r m o r e  t h e  P P P s  d o n ' t  s e e  w h y  w h a t  t h e y  d o  c a n ' t  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  g e n e r a l  
e d u c a t i o n .  W h y  i s n ' t  t h e  H i s t o r y  o f  S o c i a l  W o r k  o r  C h e m i s t r y  f o r  N u r s e s  a s  g o o d  
f o r  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  a s  o t h e r  h i s t o r y  o r  s c i e n c e  c o u r s e s ?  
2 .  T h e  L A T s ,  f o r  t h e i r  p a r t ,  d i s t r u s t  t h e  P P P s .  L A T s  b e l i e v e  t h a t  w h a t  t h e y  d o  i s  r e a l  
l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  t h a t  P P P s  a r e  t o o  n a r r o w l y  f o c u s e d ,  e i t h e r  i n  t h e i r  o w n  
g r a d u a t e  t r a i n i n g  o r  i n  t h e i r  c u r r e n t  c o m m i t m e n t s  o r  b o t h ,  t o  b e  c a p a b l e  o f  e i t h e r  
d o i n g  o r  d e s i r i n g  t o  d o  " r e a l "  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n .  
3 .  T h e  C P s  s e e  a  s t u d y  o f  t h e  c l a s s i c  c o r e  w o r k s  o f  w e s t e r n  c i v i l i z a t i o n  a s  t h e  o n l y  
h o p e  o f  r e t a i n i n g  t h e  c o m m o n  c u l t u r a l  v a l u e s  t h a t  w i l l  k e e p  u s  f r o m  d e g e n e r a t i n g  
i n t o  B o s n i a - l i k e  d i s s e n t .  
4 .  C o n v e r s e l y ,  t h e  M A s  b e l i e v e  r e c o g n i z i n g  a n d  s t u d y i n g  d i v e r s i t y ,  o t h e r n e s s ,  g e n d e r ,  
r a c i s m ,  e t c .  a s  t h e  b e s t  s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  s a m e  b l o o d y  p o t e n t i a l .  
5 .  T h e  S L s  s a y ,  w h y  n o t  l e t  s t u d e n t s  c h o o s e ?  A n d  a n y w a y , c o r e  c u r r i c u l u m s  a r e  b o r i n g  
a n d  s t i f l i n g  t o  b o t h  s t u d e n t s  a n d  f a c u l t y .  I t  m e a n s  w e  h a v e  t o  k e e p  t e a c h i n g  t h e  
s a m e  o l d  s t u f f  o v e r  a n d  o v e r ,  w h e r e a s  t h a t  " s t u t r '  c o u l d  b e  t a u g h t  m a n y  d i f f e r e n t  
w a y s  a n d  w e ' d  a l l  b e  t h e  h a p p i e r  f o r  i t .  
6 .  T h e  C C C s  b e l i e v e  t h a t  h a v i n g  a  c o l l e g e  e d u c a t i o n  s h o u l d  m e a n  t h a t  a l l  g r a d u a t e s  
h a v e  a  c o m m o n  b o d y  o f  k n o w l e d g e  a n d  t h e  o n l y  w a y  t o  a s s u r e  t h i s  i s  t o  m a k e  t h e m  
a l l  t a k e  t h e  s a m e  c o u r s e s  .  
W h y  w e  k e e p  d e s i g n i n g  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  p r o g r a m s  t h a t  n o b o d y  l i k e s  i s  b e c a u s e  
w e  d o n ' t  g e t  a l o n g .  W e  a r e  t o o  d i v e r s e  i n  o u r  i d e a s  a b o u t  w h a t  m a k e s  f o r  a  g o o d  e d u c a t i o n ,  
t o o  d i v e r s e  i n  o u r  c o m m i t m e n t s  t o  t h e  l i b e r a l  a r t s  o r  t o  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s t u d y ,  t o  c a n o n s  o r  
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cultmes, to disciplines or integration. And it is about time, I think, that we admit this 
unpleasant fact. We are never going to come to agreement. In some cases, diversity of 
opinion leads to a healthy middle ground where the extremes are eliminated and 
represented in modified form through a negotiated solution. This does not seem to be the 
case with general education programs. Instead they end up being weak compromises and 
unsatisfying to all. 
The most serious weakness in our general education program is that the courses in 
it get to count for everything. Courses that professional program students need as cognates 
and prerequisites to their majors count in general education. Many general education 
courses are "used" as part of many liberal arts majors. As long as this continues to be the 
case we do not really have a general education program/curriculum. Instead what we have 
is what we've got: a Byzantine design where whatever the student has to do anyway (for 
the major, for the BA, etc.) gets repackaged and called the student's general education 
program. Enough! 
I suggest that the only way out of this mess is to uncouple general education from 
all other requirements. Specifically, what I propose is that what a student can take, what 
"counts," in general education cannot count anywhere else. 
If a professional program person has read this far, she is gnashing her teeth by now. 
But wait! Of course there has to be compromise. What I'm suggesting is that we 
compromise over numbers, over who gets how much, and hold the line on the integrity of 
the general education curriculum itself. Release the general education curriculum from 
serving too many masters in exchange for making it a smaller curriculum. By carving out 
an inviolable space for general education the fights over whether it should be canon-ish or 
multicultural, diverse or tight, can go on amongst the folks who are committed to teaching 
· general education. As it is now those battles are meaningless because they are swamped by 
the larger problem of general education's being parasitized to serve the needs of major 
programs. If we cut down on the number of general education courses which are required, 
that would keep general education, even in this no-double-counting form, from 
encroaching too much on major program requirements. 
Here I don't mean to propose exactly what that new program would look like, but 
let me work out an example. Suppose we made something like this the requirement: 
students have to take two general education courses in the sciences, two in the social 
sciences, and three in arts and humanities. Furthermore, we might consider exempting 
students from having to take any general education courses from the division of their 
major. It might go something like this: a psychology student takes the two science courses 
and the three arts/humanities courses and has no social science general education 
requirement. Good enough but the real problem is with the profession program students. 
Here each program would have to decide what liberal arts discipline it was most aligned 
with. For example, Nursing might say the sciences. This would mean that nursing students 
would have to take the three courses in the arts and humanities and two in the social 
sciences; and these courses could not count for anything else. If nursing students need 
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i n t r o d u c t o r y  p s y c h o l o g y  a s  a  p r e r e q u i s i t e  f o r  s o m e t h i n g  e l s e  i n  t h e i r  p r o g r a m ,  w e l l  . . .  t h e  
N u r s i n g  p r o g r a m  c a n  r e q u i r e  t h a t  o n  i t s  o w n .  A s  f o r  t h e  n u r s i n g  s t u d e n t s  n o t  b e i n g  
r e q u i r e d ,  v i a  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n ,  t o  t a k e  s c i e n c e ,  p e r h a p s  t h i s  w i l l  b e  a  l o s s ;  b u t  I  t h i n k  n o t .  
T h e  n u r s i n g  f a c u l t y  w i l l  s e e  t o  i t  t h a t  t h e i r  s t u d e n t s  a r e  r e q u i r e d  t o  t a k e  s c i e n c e .  W h i l e  t h i s  
m a y  n o t  r e s u l t  i n  t h e  s t u d e n t s  g e t t i n g  q u i t e  a s  b r o a d ,  a s  " l i b e r a l  a r t i s h , "  a  p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  
s c i e n c e s ,  I  t r u s t  t h a t  p e o p l e  w h o  a r e  l e a r n i n g  a n d  p r a c t i c i n g  a n  a p p l i e d  s c i e n c e  p r o f e s s i o n  
w i l l  e n d  u p  w i t h  a  g o o d  g e n e r a l  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  w h a t  t h e  s c i e n c e s  a r e  a b o u t ,  t h e i r  
m e t h o d o l o g i e s ,  a n d  l i m i t a t i o n s .  
L e t ' s  d o  s o m e  n u m b e r s ,  a g a i n  u s i n g  n u r s i n g  a s  a n  e x a m p l e .  A  t y p i c a l  n u r s i n g  
s t u d e n t  w o u l d  t a k e  t w o  " s k i l l s "  c o u r s e s  ( c o m p o s i t i o n  a n d  m a t h e m a t i c s ) ,  t w o  g e n e r a l  
e d u c a t i o n  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  a n d  t h r e e  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  a r t s / h u m a n i t i e s  c o u r s e s .  T h a t  i s  o n l y  
s e v e n  c o u r s e s  . . .  A l l  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t s '  c o u r s e  t i m e  c o u l d  b e  u s e d  u p  i n  w h a t e v e r  w a y  
t h e  n u r s i n g  p r o g r a m  s a w  f i t .  S t u d e n t s  m i g h t  b e  r e q u i r e d  b y  t h e i r  p r o g r a m  t o  t a k e  
i n t r o d u c t o r y  c h e m i s t r y ,  b i o l o g y ,  a n d  p s y c h o l o g y  ( f o r  e x a m p l e s )  a s  p r e r e q u i s i t e s  t o  t h e i r  
n u r s i n g  c o u r s e s .  B u t  w i t h  o n l y  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  2 3  c r e d i t s  " u s e d  u p "  b y  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n ,  
s u r e l y  t h e r e  i s  p l e n t y  o f  r o o m  l e f t  ( 9 7  c r e d i t s )  f o r  n u r s i n g  s t u d e n t s  t o  g e t  a l l  t h e y  n e e d  o f  
b a s i c  s c i e n c e  a n d  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  c o g n a t e s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e i r  n u r s i n g  m a j o r  c o u r s e s .  A n d ,  
w h a t e v e r  i t  i s  t h a t  t h e y  n e e d  w o u l d  b e  u p  t o  t h e  n u r s i n g  p r o g r a m .  J u s t  a s  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  
i s  f r e e d  f r o m  h a v i n g  t o  s e r v e  t o o  m a n y  m a s t e r s ,  s o  t h e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r o g r a m  h a s  m o r e  
f r e e d o m  t o  b e  d e s i g n e d  a s  t h e  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  s e e  f i t .  
W h y  d o  t h i s ?  T h e  g o a l  i t  w o u l d  a c h i e v e  i s  e x a c t l y  t h e  g o a l  o f  w h a t  g e n e r a l  
e d u c a t i o n  i s  a b o u t :  t o  m a k e  t h e  s t u d e n t ' s  e d u c a t i o n  m o r e  G E N E R A L .  I f  i n  t h e  o p i n i o n  o f  
t h e i r  f a c u l t i e s ,  n u r s i n g  o r  s o c i a l  w o r k  o r  c r i m i n a l  j u s t i c e  o r  a n y  o t h e r ,  s t u d e n t s  n e e d ,  s a y ,  
i n t r o d u c t o r y  p s y c h o l o g y ,  t h e n  t h i s  i s  b e c a u s e  t h e  f a c u l t i e s  s e e  i n t r o d u c t o r y  p s y c h o l o g y  a s  
p a r t  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t s '  p r o f e s s i o n a l  b a c k g r o u n d .  T h e  p r o b l e m  o f  h o w  t o  r e q u i r e  ( m a k e )  
s t u d e n t s  t a k e  t h i s  c o u r s e  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  s o l v e d  b y  t h e  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  c u r r i c u l u m  d e s i g n .  
I t  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  s o l v e d ,  t h a t  i s ,  b y  f i g u r i n g  o u t  ( a s  w e ' v e  d o n e )  h o w  t o  " s t i c k "  t h e s e  
b a c k g r o u n d  c o g n a t e s  i n t o  t h e  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  r e q u i r e m e n t s  .  
B e c a u s e  w e ' v e  a l l o w e d  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  t o  s e r v e  t o o  m a n y  p u r p o s e s ,  t h e r e  i s  n o  
r e a l  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  t r u e  i n n o v a t i o n .  T h e  i d e o l o g i c a l  b a t t l e s  o v e r  c o r e  c u r r i c u l u m ,  t h e  c a n o n ,  
a n d  c u l t u r a l  d i v e r s i t y  b e c o m e  s i d e  s k i r m i s h e s  t h a t  a m o u n t  t o  l i t t l e .  T h e r e  i s  n o  s p a c e ,  n o  
r o o m ,  f o r  t h e s e  i s s u e s  t o  b e  w o r k e d  o n  i n  a  m e a n i n g f u l  w a y .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  s u p p o s e  i n  o u r  
p r e s e n t  p r o g r a m  w e  d e s i g n e d  a n d  o f f e r e d  s o m e  j e w e l  o f  a  t w o  c o u r s e  s e q u e n c e  i n  s o c i a l  
s c i e n c e  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n .  O f f e r e d  a s  a  c h o i c e ,  i t  w o u l d  b e  s w a m p e d ,  o v e r w h e l m e d  b y  t h e  
f a c t  t h a t  f o r  m o s t  s t u d e n t s  i n t r o d u c t o r y  p s y c h o l o g y  ( a n d  p r o b a b l y  s o c i a l  p r o b l e m s )  w o u l d  
b e ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  t h e  c o u r s e ( s )  t h e y  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  c h o o s e .  T h e  w o n d e r f u l  t w o  c o u r s e  s e q u e n c e  
w o u l d  a l w a y s  b e  n o  m o r e  t h a n  a  c l e v e r  l i t t l e  e x p e r i m e n t ,  e x p e r i e n c e d  b y  a  t i n y  m i n o r i t y  o f  
s t u d e n t s .  M e a n w h i l e ,  t h e  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  p r o g r a m ,  d e c o r a t e d  w i t h  t h i s  l i t t l e  j e w e l ,  w o u l d  
l u m b e r  o n  i n  i t s  p r e s e n t  d e f o r m e d  f o r m .  A l l  t h e  w r a n g l i n g  a n d  a n g u i s h  o f  t h e  f a c u l t y  w h o  
h a m m e r e d  o u t  t h e  t w o  c o u r s e  s e q u e n c e  w o u l d n ' t  a m o u n t  t o  m u c h  i n  t h e  e n d  b e c a u s e  t h e  
g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  c u r r i c u l u m  w o u l d ,  f o r  a l l  p r a c t i c a l  p u r p o s e s ,  c o n t i n u e  t o  b e  w h a t  i t  w a s  
b e f o r e  t h e  s e q u e n c e  w a s  i n t r o d u c e d  .  
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But if it were freed from the constraints of having to serve too many purposes, the 
general education curriculum could evolve in fruitful ways. Perhaps we would design a 
core curriculum in the sciences, social sciences, and the arts/humanities. Perhaps we would 
have a variety of courses students could choose from. Perhaps we would create 
interdisciplinary courses. While the designers were making their design, their goal would 
be to create courses for non- majors. The social science faculty, for instance, would be free 
to think "What should students who are not majors in the social science (nor in the allied 
professional disciplines) get from a study of the social sciences?" Psychology majors or 
social work majors would have the benefit of taking general education science and 
arts/humanities courses that were designed with the parallel question in mind about those 
areas. 
So this is my proposal: make the general education requirements smaller in 
exchange for freeing the program to be exactly what, and only what, it is supposed to be 
about. When we ask a general education program to do too much, it does it poorly. Protect 
general education courses from being used as part of the major, and the major's cognates 
and prerequisites. Then we can get down to the business of meaningful dialogue about 
what general education should be at Grand Valley, down to the work of creating a program 
that is, in real and practical terms, worth the effort that goes into it. 
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